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Violent conflicts between husbands and wives present a difficult challenge to those charged with maintaining public order. In domestic matters, defining a boundary between properly accorded privacy and discord which poses a threat sufficient to justify official intervention raises complex issues of both principle and practice. Authorities charged with the responsibility of monitoring this boundary -the police and the courts -must evaluate conflicting stories about the particulars of emotionally-charged situations. They necessarily draw upon widelyshared assumptions about gender and class in order to make judgments. The decisions rendered by judicial institutions in turn enforce and reinforce those assumptions, as well as reveal them to our scrutiny. This essay draws upon new evidence about Magistrates' Court proceedings under the 1895 Judicial Proceedings (Married Women) Act and uses documents that preserve rare transcript testimony as the basis for a more nuanced account of experiences of domestic violence that claimed the attention of legal authorities. In England during the nineteenth century, the problem of domestic violence, in particular the physical assaults perpetrated by husbands upon wives, entered the province of the civil, secular courts with the passage of the 1857 Divorce Act.
2 This legislation recognized such behavior as cruelty that constituted grounds for a judicial separation, or, in conjunction with the husband's adultery, as a grounds for divorce. The Divorce Court created by this legislation proved very inadequate
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for dealing with the domestic violence seemingly endemic in English society. Its jurisdiction over such cases, nevertheless, played an important role in developing the rules by which legal authorities treated domestic violence.
Legislators who enacted the 1857 Divorce Act took special care to deny the poorer classes ready access to a legal avenue that would afford them an escape from their family obligations for fear that this would lead to a general dissolution of working-class family life. Accordingly, the newly-created Divorce Court sat only in London. This geographical restriction, combined with the substantial expenses associated with legal practice before the High Court, presumably worked to exclude workingclass litigants from both the benefits and the temptations of recourse to divorce necessary to obtain the sanction of the state for the termination of a troubled marriage. In the view of some, however, this left the state without sufficient means to regulate family life among the poor, a gap that became more visible when the issue of domestic violence became a matter of public debate.
3 A series of acts passed in the last three decades of the nineteenth century sought to remedy this oversight by granting Magistrates' Courts broad powers to monitor marital relationships, thus providing the state with outposts in neighborhoods and communities throughout the country.
4
Public debate about the pervasiveness of domestic violence among the working class generated the political impetus to change the law. Frances Power Cobbe's campaign against wife abuse culminated with the passage of the 1878 Matrimonial Causes Act, which empowered Magistrates' Courts to grant separation orders to wives who had been victims of aggravated assault at the hands of their husbands.
5 Such wives could also obtain a maintenance allowance from their husbands and retain custody of their children. Wives thus might be able to avail themselves of the protection provided by law, which would also serve to discipline the behavior of husbands. 6 The 1886 Married Women (Maintenance in Case of Desertion) Act attempted to offer further protection to working-class wives by granting Magistrates' Courts the power to order husbands who had deserted their families to provide for them. This would also serve to relieve the community of the burden of supporting families left destitute by irresponsible husbands. In 1895 the Summary Jurisdiction (Married Women) Act consolidated the provisions of the two preceding statutes.
